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Fort Chipewyen: Gateway to the North 
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For wany people, the history of the white man 
Alberta begins about one hundred years ago with the 
arrival of Montana whiskey traders, who established 
SOL veuWlUn SuchecColoriul names as Fort Whoop-Up and 
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Fort Slide-Out. These gentry were followed--usuall 
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very closely--by the North West 3 


ever, almost a century before the first Mountie app 


Oneecunompankesoreine Belly Fiver, an American Tur 


&t Mounted Police. Hoy 
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trader had crossed the height-of-land between Hudson 
Bay sand =the Arctic. Canoingz down the Clearwater to the 
BemaogeCa,.weosere. ond then turmed his frail birchbark 


Wessel Northe=and in 1706 established a fur fort in 


PUsececiGae; f tein Loree years Alexander Mackenzie had 


MOusenly discovered the mighty watercourse thal bea 
Decatiamenbuu Lolioyed it to the Frozen Ocean. 
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Cevmeccm indian country —-~2ell. that territory between 
5 


Rupert's Land and the Stony Mountains, Imown today 
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the Rockies, has been of profound and continuing in 
BeresimeLO men dn many walks of life, who have peen 
drawn to the forests and tundras of Canada's last a 


rreatest frontier, 
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Today, numerous organizations exist not to exploit 


the physical resources of the north or to prosdytize 


Pavemeegees ful Simply to understand it, to know it 


betucr., Amore these is the Boreal Institute of the 


University of Alberta. Its area of interest reaches 
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Bron cone banks cl the ALhabaskea 


to the 


concerns are as wide as the North itself: 


Puen coopLe., Lts Director heads a 
full-time members. The Institute 


its own expeditions and by grants 


ie oublLishes its findings in boo 
papers, in talks and broadcasts. 


mevorary on the North. 


One of its areas or interest 


1ts binteriand. Virtually unkown 


collect 
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North Pole, Its 
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Geita of this lovely and nitherto unspoiled river. 


Pome Onley yan Nolds LtLhemrecord of 


longest continuously-settled community. 


bas existed on its present location only 


He2eO' Ss. Fort Chip, on the cont 


Beso ton los Current Site since about 1804. 
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however, was originally established on the south 


Lake Athabasca; at a spot called 
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OLGr Ort 


ie hia ea 


busi- 


Fort, 


siae of 
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1788. Its founder was Roderick McKenzie, cousin of 


the-explorer Alexander, and it was from this bas 


the latter bezan his memorable journey to 


June, 1789. He begins the chronithe of t 


Very Ca iip ty: 


Wednesday, 3. We embarked at 


nine ate 


au tory Chipewyan, on the South side o 


tie snilis..in a canoe made of 
COouemevea O1 tour Canadians, 
by their wives, and.a German 
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also Dy an Indian, who had acquired th 
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we 
| ead on on 
English Chief, and his two wives, in a small canoe, 
With two youne indians; his followers in another 
small canoe. 


On September 12, 1789, Mackenzie, bitterly dis- 


appointed, returned to Fort Chipewyan. He had Hou. £ound 


ry) Cy 
the fabled and 6ntirely fictitious Strait of Anian, wnich 
moulaepaverleg@ niteto tne Pacific. In fact, it has been 
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somewhat unkindly said that when Macken 
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his river, he didn't know where he was going, and when 
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he got back, he didn't know where he 
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d been. Not quite 
true: he knew he had reached the Arctic ~~but wnere ? 
After all, he was a fur trader, not a surveyor. The 
sextant and the nautical almanac were beyond nis ken. 
healt 2 Veetiateiee he were, tomlind a route to the Pacific, 
he would need to master the mysteries of surveying, 
Ne reclined to Great Britain«to learn the essential 
Skitis. 

When ne returned to Fort Chip, Poursvyearsti ater, 
that little post had already become both the crossroads “7 
of and the gateway to the North. Lake Athabasca stretched 
€ast; the mighty Peace River led west. The Slave and 
the Mackenzie beckoned north; the Elk, i.e., Athabasca 
pronied access from the south. Exar 
knowledge of the area was being acquired through the 
Surveys of both the Hudson's Bay and the North West 


Companies. Although Fort Chip was a Nor'wWester post, 


in 1791 Roderick MeKenzie welcomed surveyors from the 
Opposition company. They were Philip Turnor, Peter 


Pidler, and Malcolm Ross, who established the fact 


that Fort Chip lay 300 leagues from the Pacific. This 
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information Mackenzie needed when in September of that 
Meat he wnesccad Um une Peace. eEn=route to the Western 
Oecan. More than two years later he returned , alter 
having inscribed on a rock at tidewater the immortal 
words, "Alexander Mackenzie, from Canada, by land, the 
twenty-second of July, one thousand seven hundred and 
meme ty—three’. 

As the years rolled by, other fur-trading explorers 4 
used Fort Chipewyan as a base for their expeditions, 
fm lcO4, Davia Thompson visited the Fort to tie it into 
his monumental survey and map of the great north-west. 
The following year Simon Fraser visited the northern 
SX Os ts On is journey to therPacific. 

Maree os lo2O,Wetmessed tne arrival of a different 
eco OLOrer se cewad Liceul. Joon Pranklin, R.N., 
Ol his way to explore a section of the Arctic coastline 


@ massive British effort to discover the 
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tong-Sought North West Passage. His party included 

Maval sureeon Dr. gonn Richardson and two young officers, 
George Back and Robert Hood. Franklin and his party 
Mere wNoulnere today and gone tomorrow. Rather, they 
mere here today and here tomorrow as well, until July 8 
Lmpartially requisitioning Reco ere equinment from 
tne limited resources of the Nor'Westers’ Fort Chin and 
the older company's near-by and recently-established 

Fort Wecaderburn, 


We Owe much of our Imowledge of Fort Chip in 1820 L 


to John franklin. Everything interested him, "the 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2022 with funding from 
University of Alberta Libraries 


https://archive.org/details/fortchipewyangat0Ochal 
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coruscations of the gurora,' as he described the Northern 


Lights, the fishing and hunting, "the wanton and unnec- 
cesary cnuéity of the men to their dogs...ewho beat them 
UnmMerciiulliy, end Habitually svent on them the most dread- 


ful and diseusting imprecations." 


the fur.trade was conducted. He tells how 
Preagvucd tneserrivingechisets By hoisting a flas. and 


firing a salute of musketry, then continues 


Themchiwer alte ot a cistence from the hous and 
despatecnes one of his young men to announce his 
MeO eee Om Dming: his flas, wailch Ls carried 
before him wnen he arrives. The messenser carries 
back to him some vermilion to pee HG gee faces of 
Die arty, toeether with a looking glass and como, 
SOWe™ LODaCCO , and a few rounds of A aulcn. that 
they may rebur pecoewss | ute. 


After Franklin -l1éft Fort Chipewyan, for many months 
his hosts had very little news--all bad-—about the 
explorer. Vie the moccasin tvelegraon, terrible rumors 
of starvation, murder, and even cannibalism seeped south, 
and the traders gave up the WHOLe Darty a6 Loeu, <Gréau 7 
was their surprise, therefore, when Back anoeared on 
January 2, 1521, with demands on both companies for 
supplies "such as ammunit ion, Sunt linus, eases, 11les, 


ClObMiMeetCOaceO, aid Spirius. Lt seems that Back 


and Hood had fallen in love with the same wative girl, 


Pp 
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whom the former calls Gren S:ockings, and InPOrder LO 
prevent a duel, franklin head sent the young man off 
to rort Chip Von replenish the provisions, 

On February 9, Back was able to deave the Fort 


with four sledges of SUcBlIIGee tor the expedition. But 
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CVvetecevaruure presented lis@iazards. As he writes: 


Having go ee arranged, and had a hearty 
te o} 16 


t 
breakiast...«l to my departure or “rather attempted 
CoEOOns0, Lor on eoing to whe “ate , there was a long 
range of women, who had come £0 bid me farewell. 


3 
dressed (after the manner of the coun- 
Opes roen Clouse with their hair Presnly 
raced before, and falling pehind, not 
in Careless esses, but in a good sound tail, 
fastened with black tape or riband. This was con- 
sidered a great compliment, an 
Sisted in embracing the whole 
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iney were on 
try) ined 


| the ceremony con- 
arty e 
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Because of Back'’s journey, Franklin wes able to 
return co Fort Chip and ultimately tc England. He had 
Cxplored sereat stretches of Arctic coastline, but a 
this considerable achievement must be set the fact that 
he had lost half his men, including young Robert Hood. 
Pave rer ranktinetert in duae., 1822, Fort. Chip con- 
Pinte vo Serve ag abase forspoth naval and fur trade 
sorties. The traders came to participate evo, 1o one 
Admiralty4s safaris. Thus when Franklin returned to 
the Arctic in 1025, he had as his head of commissariat 


Peter Warren Dease, an experienced Chief Factor of the. 
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Honorable Company. party included 


eo. beck. 
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Diem ter Ol howoers, Dr. Rici 
Once g#ain Franklin drew on Fort CGhio's resources, for 
a, two-year supply of cloth, blankets, nets, and twine, 
plus clothing and other provisions. 

Prarvkiiiereuurned FO Chipewyan in April, 1327, and 
left soon afterwards. Several years passed vefore the 
next expedition descended on the northern centre, but 
eventually Lt saw the return of George Back in 1833. 


This tame he was head of his own party; his mission to 


trace the Course of the Great Fish River from its source 
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to its mouth in the Eastern Arctic. Although his assign- 
ment took him nearly two years, it was so thoroughly 

and successfully accomplished that ever since that 
stream has been known as the Back River. 

On this expedition Back wag@ain met his old Hative 
Swecthear.,, Greeioiockings. He describes the encounter: 

Pious Sureounced by#asltamily, with,one urchin 
Papier moos a Cline LO ber back...l immediately 
recognized her, and called her by name; at which 
she laughed, and said ‘she was an old woman now" .ee. 
However, notwithstanding all this, she was still 
the beauty of her tribe; and, with that consciousness 
WoC beloneselomall belles, savage or polite, 
seemed by no means displeased when I sketched her 
POR bea. 

The next expedition north out of Chipewyan was not 
‘an Admiralty effort but one mounted by the Hudson's 
Bay Company itself. Smarting under criticisms that it 
Nec been meglecting obligations, imposed in its charter 
tovexplors and colonize the country, it was -sending its 
OWN discovery expedition to the Arctic.. Co-leaders were 
experienced old fur trader Dease and brilliant young 
Thomas oimpson., They left Fort Chip on June 1, 1837, 
spending 2 1/2 years in the North and achieving a 
Dilan anc ssuccessiul survey of hundreds of miles 
of préviously undiscovered coastline, 

By now, of course, the Port was used to ths Royal 
Wevy Ss Sailor-explorers. in 1843 it played host to a 
soldier-scientist, Cartain John Henry Lefroy, who ar- 
wend the winter making observations on the 
earth's magnetism. His letters are rich in lore about 


this northern metropolis--by 1843 it had achieved a 


population of sixty souls--and as many dogs. He noted 
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moosemeat and buffalo, with pemmican as a stand-by. 

Potatoes grew locally, and cows supplied milk. Flour 
7 ; u . é ey 

Was scarce and bread unknown, but Lefroy states, We 


indulge sparingly in a sort of.galette much like what 


eel taf ml Min 


we call Johnny cake.’ Game included wild ducks and geese, 


“white partridges~-probably pbarmigan--pheasants, moose, 
OR, Cer Kors NESE 1LC8 evens ,wwolved, and wolverines. 
“App Bre nU Lys eo moved 5 it was game and if it was game, 
Lt could be eaten--and was. 
Food, of course, played an important Parte ine Christ 
mas celebrations. Deseribing tmie= LOsb.ve Ginner, Let roy. 


writes: 


+.-0UPr “*Foast beef’? today, for instance, was 
moose rips end reindeer tongues, and we arank 
absent friends'-in-a bottle of Madeira, ‘very 
Particular’ Madeira indeed, for it was the way 
DOULIe in Athavesca,. 1 prought 1t in my canteen. 


fea is our great luxury. 
Pavicewelove me Ol COUrSe «tne Fort celebrated 
New Year's Day: 


ay of great féte, in which the 
Wer oles s kind’ of levée im the morning, and @ 
G@ance in the evening...and which is the one ho 
Of the year to young and old. A sé@parate levée 
drawing room is held for the ladies in which a 
laudable custom exists.of giving me a kiss in 
wishing la 2_bonne _ annse (this old-fashioned salute 


is general in the country on other “ceremonial 
occasions.) 


Apparently kissing had not declined in popularity 
since Back's 1821 visit, and perhaps continues in style 
even £0 this day. 

Everything about the Fort's daily life intrigued 


the young artillery officer. For example 
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Our fireplaces are like small sentry boxes, and 
filled with logs upright , eon is the way they ar- 
range them, five an immense heat. There is no sort 
Ole ime oo the Paes ty of nuciMeVverypoay CONSUMES, 
SO,thas all the men keep their fires all night and 
tiveenever Clve la Coance Ge the Frost to enter. My 
Roomm era tLtule den aboutele feet square, with one 
evoceuwinaow and one of Parchment, with a table and 
one chair, and a rickety old Sonat wVuUcL LON OL 2, 
cupboard...It opens into the Hall which is the 

great feature in all houses in ae GOURLY Ve) 
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Pincers a very busy wintery Lefroy headed for Great 
Slave Lake in March, 1844, to continue his work. el 
revnened tO Fort Chipewyan imvsJulLy and continued his 
journey back to Canada. 

Of course, not- all Arctic, exploration originatéd 
at Chip. Dr. John Rae, a Hudson's Bay Chief Trader, 
sco eOrKeMacltory abenls basémfor a. highly successful 
Moree rneexped ition 1n 2846-47... From 1820 the Admiralty, 
ina relentless search for the North West Passage, had 
sent ship after ship to chart the shores and channels 
of the Arctic. the most famous of these exveditions 
Was that of Sir John Franklin ,(cormanding the hrebDus 


aN 
and the Terror in 1845.' A whaler encountered his 
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Jittle command in July, then nothing. A year went by, 

a second, a third with no word. The Adwiralty began a 
massive huntcfor- the lost squadron, expditions attacking 
UBCeiryozen Arctic from both east and west. In addition, 
it placed Richardson in charge of a land-based search, 
with Rae as second-in-command., The party spent one day 
at Fort Chip in July, 1848, then pressed down north. 

ine first year of their search was els: and 


in 1849 the 62-year-old Richardson returned through 


Chipewyan to England, leaving the younger Rae to 
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continue the quest, Rae's further efforts were equally 
Mevealline. althoven they comoinued until 1851, when 
he leit the Mackenzie District, passing through the 
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Fort in November. 


After his devarture, Fort Chipewyan ceased to be a 4: 


base for nortnern exploration for-over—-40—-years-, although 
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Hiconutnved to holawitve domimant position in the fur 
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trade until well into-the present century. It became an 
Sauce LoOnal Centre, and still is. .For a while it was 
the diocesien seat of the Anglican Archbishop of the 


Arctic, On July 15,,1899, northern Indians sis cave 
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Punch Dickins inaugerated Western Canada Airways service 


Doce oenipetOrOnLO.sswaunh tne. pbulibding: of the Great 


Slave Leke Railwey, the old Nor'Westers' "little Athens 


of the hyperborean regions" finally lost its claim to 
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be called the Cateway to the North, andiwith the recent 


iooiiare to its near-by marshlands, its future as a fur 


Serluremuomc OUdeG..) BUL) probably no place has contributed 
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more to our knowledge of the Canadian North than rort 


Chipewyan, and for this reason it deserves to be long 
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Quotations from J. H. Lefroy are taken from In Search 

of the Magnetic North, edited by F.G,.G, Stanley, and 
= ES “Ty Reena eq oe oe a rs 

ave used oy Dermission of The Macmillan Coompany ayn 

Canades. 
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Alexander Mackenzie: Voyases from Montreal tnrouch North 
America etc. 

Le R. Masson: Les Bourgeois de la Comvasnie au Nord—-Quest 

JOhn Richardson: Arctic Searching Expedition etc. 

Bee. Rich & A, M. Johnson (eda.) Rae's Arctic Corres- 
dence 

Alexander Simoson: Travels of Thomas Simpson 

WNOte molto soles torreavive Of une Discoveries on the 
North Coast of America ete. 
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